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Mal aysia's rich history within the UN

Dat uk Abdul | ah Ahrad

A H GH point in Mlaysian foreign policy since Merdeka thirty nine years
ago nust have been the el ection of a Mal aysian di plomat to the Presidency
of the 51st United Nations General Assenbly on 17th Septenber, a first for
Mal aysia as it was a first for each of the 50 countries which had provided
presidents for the 185 nmenber United Nations (UN)

No nati ons has been honoured twi ce, Tan Sri Razali Ismail, the Ml aysian
Per manent Representative at the UN since 1988, joins a |l ong procession of
di stingui shed gl obal diplomats and statesnen who have hel d the post,

i ncluding P H Spaak of Belgium the first president in 1946, Carlos P
Romul o of the Philippines (1949), Lester Pearson of Canada (1952), Ms
Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit (Nehru's sister) in 1953, Anmintore Fanfani of Italy
(1965), Adam Mali k of Indonesia (1971), SalimA Salimof Tanzania (1979),
Joseph N Garba of Nigeria (1989) and Professor Diogo Freitas do Amaral of
Portugal, Razali's inmedi ate predecessor.

Mal aysi a has al so achi eved a nunber of other distinctions, anong which
are a split two-year term nmenbership of the prestigious and all - powerful
Security Council in 1965 (shared with Czechosl ovakia), a full two-year
termin 1989-90 when Ml aysi a (Razali was the Pernmanent Representative),
together with Cuba, Col unbia and Yenen (known as the Gang of Four) in the
Security Council opposed Qperation Desert Storm against |Iraq and denmanded
more tine for talks to get Iraqgis out of Kuwait w thout fighting, Prine
M nister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad's el ection as President of the
I nternati onal Conference on Drug Abuse and Illicit Trafficking (lcdait) in
1987, Datuk Abu Hassan Orar's (a former foreign mnister) chairmanship of
the International Conference on | ndochi nese Refugees in 1989, the el ection
of Justice Datuk Lal Chand Vohrah to the International Tribunal for the
Prosecuti on of Persons Responsible for the Serious Violations of
International Humanitarian Law committed in the Territory of the forner
Yugosl avia for a four-year termstarting in 1993, Anbassador Datuk Peter
Lai's chairmanship of the UN Tin Conference in 1980-81 and Tan Sri
Mani kavasagani s el ection as chairman of the International Labour
Organisation (ILO in 1969 beating a determ ned fell ow Asean rival, the
Filipino Secretary of Labour.

The Ml aysi an M nister of Labour won the contest because Ml aysia then,
as now, had a better international inmage than The Phili ppines.

Mal aysi a j oi ned the UN on Septenber 1957, seventeen days after Merdeka
(31st August), becoming the UN s 82nd nenber. During the |ast ten years of
its nmenbership, Malaysia quietly upgraded its participation at the UN
addi ng quality.

It no longer just settles for going through the annual rituals of making
speeches, pl edging support and voting on resolutions. It has raised its
role to a higher level consistent with Ml aysia's newfound confidence and
prosperity.

Mal aysi a, under Dr. Mahathir, has played, is playing and will continue
to play an inportant role at the nultilateral |evel.

Successi ve governments have nmade the UN an inportant aspect of Ml aysian
foreign policy, starting with the nation's founding Prine Mnister, Tengku
Abdul Rahman Putra. They considered, and rightly too, that the UNis the
only "safety blanket" for small countries with Iinited manpower and
def ense resources such as Ml aysi a.

Nei t her Tengku, Tun Razak, Hussein Onn, nor Dr. Mahathir have



extravagant and the utopian ideas about the UN. However, each of them
procl ai med Mal aysia's loyalty to the UN Charter. Wen the UN wanted troops
for its intervention in the Congo civil war of 1960-63, Ml aysia was one
of the first countries to participate in the UN s peacekeeping efforts.

Today, Mal aysi a has peacekeeping forces in Bosnia Herzegovi na (now under
the US-1ed Protective I nplenentation Forces or Ifor), Angola, Wstern
Sahara, Liberia, Kuwait-lraq and Zagreb. Before the w thdrawal of Unosom
(UN Operations in Sormalia) in Decenber 1994, Mal aysia was the seventh
| argest country contributing to the UN Peacekeeping Operations with a
total nunber of 2,844 officers and sol diers.

At present Malaysia has 1,647 mlitary as well as police personne
serving overseas. Ml aysi an Arned Forces have al so served under the UN
banner in Mdzanbi que. Requests for Ml aysian troops to serve in Haiti and
Burundi were turned down by the governnent.

Mal aysi a participated i n peacekeeping efforts in the Congo and in Bosnia
Her zegovi na, underscoring its commtnent to the mai ntenance of peace and
i nternational security.

Any violation of the UN Charter could well nake Mal aysia a victimal so.
It is incunbent upon Mal aysia to always strive to uphold its nationa
sovereignty and territorial integrity which is enshrined in and guarant eed
by the UN Charter, and to assist within its capacity, troubled-Iands.

Unli ke the US, China, Asean, Geat Britain and the Commonwel ath, the UN
has domi nated Mal aysian foreign policy only intermttently: in the 1960s
when the nations's right to exist was chal |l enged by a belligerent
| ndonesia, the UN cane to Malaysia's aid. When Dr. Mahathir came to power
in 1981, the UN becane an inportant instrunent of Ml aysian foreign
pol i cy.

The UN provi des Mal aysia and other nations with an excell ent point of
contact with other countries and non-governnental organi sations where
i ssues of national concern and interest may be raised; a forumfor
projecting Malaysian policy to the world as well as for hone consunption

By being at the UNin New York and Geneva, in particular, Mlaysia has
access to nmany countries, especially those in Latin Anerica, Africa, the
Cari bbean and Cceani a where it has a very, very limted nunber of
di pl omati c representati nes.

The UN enabl es Mal aysia to reach out to all these people and deals with
those wi th whom Mal aysi a does not have di pl omati c m ssions.

The val ue of UN, past, present and future is inmense. The UNis an
appropriate place to discuss sensitive problens and nake deals. It is an
excel l ent environment to conduct "quiet diplomacy" am dst internationa
hustl e and bustl e.

I can now confirmthat "the secret and tortuous discussions” which | ed
to the establishment of diplomatic relations between Ml aysia and t he
Peopl e' s Republic of China took place at the UN between t he Mal aysi an
per manent Representative and China's permanent Representative.

Mal aysia's national security is of parampount inportance in Ml aysian
foreign policy and this is manifested by the activities of Ml aysian
di pl omats at the UN, then and now.

Mal aysi a attaches i nmmense inportance to the UN. In fact, Dr. Mahathir
has spoken out bravely where none have dared before, eight times at the UN
general Assenbly al one; chanpi oni ng the cause of devel opi ng countries and
fighting without fear or favour against injustices nmeted out agai nst the
Devel opi ng Nati ons.

These acts have won Kual a Lunpur many friends and adnirers in Africa,
Latin America, the Caribbean and even anobngst snall European and Asi an
countries, whose governnments are afraid to speak out against "the
devel oped 7" and the five pernmanent nmenbers of the Security Council - US



Russia, China, Great Britain and France - for fear of political and
econom ¢ reprai sal

A Sout hern European Permanent Representative at the UNtold ne
repeatedly that he wi shes his country (a menber of Nato) "could do what
Mal aysi a did, does and will continue doing at the UN'.

I asked hi mwhat was stopping himor his Prime Mnister. Cbviously, his
national pride injured, because of his country's lack of independent
action, he said, "W are behol den to one or two of the major powers." The

Col d Var may have ended but the fears still linger. His country is a
backwat er state in the European Community.
Razali is able, outspoken and, popular. However, he would not have been

where he is today w thout the backing Mal aysia and Dr. Mahat hir had
cultivated at the UN and outside it. Razali's success is in part, the
result of Malaysia's proactive and high profile foreign policy.

A l ot of people say the President of UN General Assenbly is only
cereroni al figurehead, so why the excitement? It was true before but no
| onger so now. Today, it is an inportant role, and whatever one says, the
Presi dent of the UN General Assenbly has great noral force and influence

He is a key player in maintaining and coordinating |inks anong vari ous
groups and interests. It depends how each presient uses or abuses his
post. Razali pleased several nmenbers of the "Big Five" when he insisted
that nmeetings starts on tinme and adjourn as scheul ed and demanded t hat
prolix del egates speak briefly and to the point.

Razali's ascent, even if undiplomatic may give a new | ease of life to
the General Asenbly which many countries believe has been playi ng second
fiddle for far too long to the Security Council
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